













Transnational Commerce and Labor Flows 
Tony Payan, Ph.D. 
Françoise and Edward Djerejian Fellow for Mexico Studies and Director, Mexico Center 
 
 
© 2017 by the James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy of Rice University 
This material may be quoted or reproduced without prior permission, provided 
appropriate credit is given to the author and the James A. Baker III Institute for  
Public Policy. 
Wherever feasible, papers are reviewed by outside experts before they are released. 
However, the research and views expressed in this paper are those of the individual 
researcher(s) and do not necessarily represent the views of the James A. Baker III Institute 
for Public Policy. 



























Indeed,	 to	 investigate	 the	 trade	 deficit	 with	Mexico,	 one	 must	 research	 the	 overall	 structure	 of	 the	
commercial	relationship.	To	do	so,	we	at	the	Mexico	Center	examined	data	from	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau	








exports	 to	 the	 other	 those	 end-user	 goods	 for	 which	 it	 has	 developed	 a	 comparative	 advantage.	 On	
services,	the	United	States	had	a	surplus	of	$9	billion	in	2016,	which	makes	sense,	given	that	the	expertise,	
technology,	 and	 know-how	are	more	 advanced	 in	 the	U.S.	On	agricultural	 goods,	Mexico	had	a	 trade	


























percent	 of	 the	 U.S.-Mexico	 border.	 Trade	 with	 Mexico	 comes	 in	 through	 El	 Paso,	 Laredo,	 McAllen,	
Brownsville,	 the	 Port	 of	 Houston	 and	 other	 ports	 of	 entry,	 and	 Texas	 international	 airports.	 The	
relationship	with	Mexico	is	massive,	and	Texas	is	central	to	it.	Revising	NAFTA	could	have	very	important	
consequences	 for	 Texas,	 and	 the	 Texas	 delegation	 must	 be	 made	 aware	 of	 the	 state’s	 interests	 in	




Regarding	 Texas,	 the	 state’s	 relationship	with	Mexico	 is	 even	more	 complicated.	 First,	 trade	 requires	
























The	 justification	 for	 building	 the	 wall	 is	 primarily	 the	 need	 to	 stem	 the	 flow	 of	 unauthorized	 border	
crossers—most	of	them	seeking	jobs.	The	wall,	in	my	view,	is	10	years	late	and	largely	unnecessary.	By	
almost	all	statistics,	from	many	different	think	tanks	and	from	the	government	itself,	immigration	from	
Mexico	 has	 now	 slowed	 down	 to	 a	 trickle	 and	 the	 exodus	 of	 Mexicans	 from	 the	 United	 States	 has	








indeed	hurt	Texas’	 long-term	growth,	 from	high	tech	to	agriculture	 to	 the	services	 industry.	Seeking	a	
Texas-friendly	 immigration	 reform,	 however,	 must	 be	 accompanied	 by	 an	 assessment	 of	 how	 Texas	
retrains	its	displaced	workers	for	growing	economic	sectors.	
Central	American	migrants	are	 important	 to	mention	as	well.	Many	of	 them	continue	to	 flow	 into	the	






















entering	 a	 complicated	electoral	 season.	 In	 June	2018,	 just	 over	 a	 year	 from	now,	Mexico	will	 hold	 a	
presidential	election.	Upon	examining	recent	polls,	it	has	become	evident	that	the	National	Regeneration	
Movement	 (MORENA),	 the	party	of	López	Obrador,	 is	poised	to	do	very	well	and	perhaps	capture	the	
presidency.	López	Obrador	has	two	assessments	that	are	similar	to	those	of	the	U.S.	administration.	First,	
he	does	not	believe	that	NAFTA	has	been	good	for	Mexican	workers.	He	has	stated	that	he	cannot	wait	to	
renegotiate	NAFTA	himself.	 Second,	he	has	 said	 that	his	energy	policy	will	 be	 the	 renationalization	of	
hydrocarbons	 in	 Mexico,	 something	 that	 could	 affect	 Texas’	 business	 opportunities.	 These	 are	
complicated	promises,	and	probably	not	likely	to	be	accomplished	easily,	constitutionally,	legislatively,	or	
in	terms	of	public	policy,	but	he	has	taken	advantage	of	the	current	U.S.	positions	to	argue	that	he	will	
revise	 the	binational	 relationship	himself.	Texas	may	also	be	caught	 in	 the	middle,	especially	given	 its	
strategic	position	on	trade,	energy,	and	the	economic	vitality	of	the	U.S.-Mexico	border.	
Mr.	Chairman,	members	of	the	committee:	I	know	I	have	covered	a	lot	of	terrain	in	my	remarks,	but	these	
are	complicated	issues.	I	am	looking	forward	to	engaging	you	in	a	further	discussion	on	the	issues	I	have	
brought	forth	today.	
	
	
